This article examines how concepts related to menstruation and menstrual blood were used by medieval Jews to insult the Christians' God and his mother. One of the central concepts used in these exchanges was the claim that Jesus was conceived while Mary was menstruating. The article checks this and similar claims when they appear, among other places, in polemic works, such as the rather famous Toledot Yeshu ("The Genealogy of Jesus"), and in the Jewish chronicles about the massacres of Rhineland Jews during the first crusade of 1096.
"Swear it to me!" Rabbi Akiva took the oath with his lips but annulled it in his heart. He said to her: "What is the status of your son?" She replied: "When I entered the bridal chamber I was Niddah and my husband kept away from me. But my best man had intercourse with me and this son was born to me." Consequently the child is both a Mamzer and the son of a Niddah. At that moment, it was said: "Blessed be the God of Israel Who Revealed His Secret to Rabbi Akiva son of Joseph!"
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This story is interesting, intriguing, and troubling, all at the same time. Ignoring many of this story's questionable aspects, I will raise only one question: who was this terrible child, this Ben ha-Niddah, who walked, in front of three respected sages, with his head uncovered?
Ben ha-Niddah and Jesus
The above-mentioned paragraph from Massekhet Kallah is extensively quoted nowadays in anti-Jewish websites, as a proof of Jewish attacks against Christianity, and as an example of the immoral behavior of Talmudic rabbis.
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The second claim is out of the scope of this study. But what about the first accusation? Is this text related to Jewish-Christian polemic?
If the bareheaded youngster in the story is Jesus, as some claim, if his mother is Mary, the story is certainly a polemical one. The question is, therefore, simple: who's that boy? The text does not provide any "historical" information on the child in question. Some early scholars of Judaism thought it is nevertheless about Jesus. This was, for example, the opinion of Gustaf Dalman (1855-1941),
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as well as of Samuel Krauss (1866 Krauss ( -1948 , at least according to his statement in the Jewish Encyclopedia, that
The incident of Jesus concerning the dispute with the Scribes 12 was copied by the rabbinical sources (Kallah…)"
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This theory is possible, but does not seem to have textual proofs. None of the ten manuscripts used by Michael Higger in preparing his critical edition of this text 14 mentions anything about Jesus or Mary. Some may argue that the anonymity in the text might be a result of an internal Jewish censorship, which omitted the name of Jesus and Mary from the text in order not to make it a target for Christian rage, and that this censorship was successful and happened a long time before the composition of the earliest extant manuscripts of this text. Others may say that even if such an assertion was never in the text itself, Jewish readers had an oral tradition linking the anonymous boy with Jesus, and possibly that this was indeed the case in the mind of its earliest redactors. Both theories are possible, but hard to prove. 15 Obviously, a third option that this text has nothing to do with Jesus or any other specific person is also possible.
Regardless of the exact original relations, if any, between this text and the figure of Jesus of Nazareth, and the intentions of its author(s), it is evident that from a certain moment in history, it was indeed associated with Jesus. The Jewish composition known as Toledot Yeshu ("the Genealogy of Jesus"), a kind of Jewish counter-gospel, is hard to date. The fact that it has many versions, with significant differences between them, makes this task particularly hard. Many of these versions include some traditions that are possibly from the Talmudic period and also later material. Around the tenth century, possibly earlier, this family of texts had achieved some stability. 16 The Toledot Yeshu is important for our discussion because in some of its manuscripts, 17 19 the inclusion of the claim that Mary was menstruating during Jesus' conception is absent in some early versions of these texts.
Regardless of the question where and when Jesus was first called Ben ha-Niddah, one may ask why this association happened. Why was his mother described as a Niddah at the time of his conception? In fact, this accusation, although not self-evident, is not particularly surprising. Jesus of Nazareth was probably considered by many Jews, and probably also by others, since the very beginning of Christianity, to be the fruit of adultery. These claims should not surprise anyone. Both the Gospel according to Matthew and the Gospel according to Luke claim that Jesus was born to a woman who was engaged to a certain man, but did not have sexual relations with him. 20 According to Matthew, even Joseph, her fiancé, thought at first that she had relations with another man. 21 Obviously, if one has little faith, and excludes sophisticated methods of artificial insemination or In Vitro technologies, one must conclude that Mary's son is a product of relations she had with Joseph or with another man.
This theme continued to haunt Christians for centuries: Origen (184-253) responded to the accusation that Jesus was a result of adultery, 22 Augustine (354-430) also felt the need to answer to similar accusations by Jews. 23 It seems Jews continued, throughout their history, to say Jesus was a bastard (Mamzer). 24 A millennium after Origen, in the thirteenth century, Peter of Reims acknowledged in a sermon that "alas, blessed Mary, how many people nowadays treat you in their way as a prostitute, if I may put it so!"
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A number of modern jokes do exactly the same.
In this light, the fact that Jews wanted to add to their own biography of Jesus the claim that his mother not only had relations with a stranger (although, possibly, unknowingly) but was also Niddah at the time of his conception is not unexpected. This idea is formulated in the beginning of the Toledot Yeshu, in the story of the conception and birth of Jesus. There are countless differences between the versions, but versions that include a section about the birth of Jesus generally state that his father was not the spouse (or fiancé) of his mother, but another man. This man is commonly described as a neighbor, who either pretended to be her fiancé, or simply raped her. In some versions, the fiancé was named Joseph, and the evil neighbor Yohanan ("John"). In others, Joseph is the villainous neighbor, while Yohanan is the fiancé. Jesus is therefore a Mamzer, a bastard. In many manuscripts in which a section about the conception of Jesus exists, it is said that Mary was Niddah at that moment. Jesus is, therefore, also, justly, according to this claim, a Ben ha-Niddah.
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Let us see an example, again from the version of the Toledot Yeshu commonly called Ms Strasbourg. Here, one finds the following discussion between Mary and Joseph Pandera, which she thinks to be John (Yohanan), her fiancé:
And she was telling him: "Do not touch me, as I discharged a menstrual blood! …he did not think nor cared about her words; he lay with her, and she became pregnant from him.
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Later, the text of this version, and of many others, speaks almost consistently about Jesus as the Ben ha-Niddah.
Ben ha-Niddah in the 1096s Chronicles
In medieval Jewish literature, the Toledot Yeshu is not unique in making the assertion that Jesus was conceived while Mary was menstruating. It also appears in several other medieval sources whose origins can be more specifically dated and identified. One example comes from Germany, from the beginning of the twelfth century, in a few chronicles describing the persecution of the Rhenish Jewish communities at the time of the first crusade in 1096. In one of these works, written only a few years after the events, before 1106, 28 it is claimed that the dying Jews,
The virgins, and the fiancées, and the fiancés, [all] looked through the window and shouted, at the top of their voice, and said: "Look and see, our God, what we do to sanctify Your Great Name, without replacing Your Divinity by the hung one, crucified, a seed loathed, discarded and rejected by his generation, a Mamzer, a son of the Niddah, a son of fornication." The author of this chronicle claims that Jews used the expression Ben ha-Niddah in front of Christians. Is this report trustworthy? It is obvious that one cannot assert with certainty that the dying shouted exactly what one finds in the chronicles, as these works are, after all, later literary compositions that aim at glorifying the dying and giving some theological sense to the events. In particular, the decision of some of the dying to kill their family members had no precedents in rabbinical Judaism and had to be explained somehow by the following generations. 30 Having said that, the chronicles were written between 10 (or even less) and 50 years after the events and by authors from the same communities. Moreover, although some historians assert that the Jews were probably afraid of pronouncing in public radical opinions against Christianity, an idea which perhaps should be reexamined, 31 it is necessary to remember that in our case, these Jews had absolutely nothing to lose, and from their point of view, everything to win. Refusing a conversion, these Jews realized that they were probably going to be massacred. At least some of them wished to die as martyrs. 32 In some cases, this desire was even larger than the will of the Christians to kill them. In such conditions, it is probably not unreasonable to imagine that some Jews used in public an arsenal of charged blasphemies against the religion of their persecutors.
The chronicles were written in Hebrew, the plausibly only written language of Ashkenazi Jews at that time. 33 If the dying shouted such charges against Jesus, what language did they use? Did they speak only to God, by using the Hebrew, God's own language, or did they want at that precise moment to humble and to enrage the crowd by using the vernacular? As the chronicles speak constantly about communication between the Jews and their persecutors or their possible aids, it makes sense that also in these last moments, the doomed Jews would have wanted to have their last victory by insulting their enemies in a language they understood.
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If the dying indeed shouted in the vernacular that Jesus was a Ben ha-Niddah, 35 it is an example, although unique and extremely dramatic, that lay Christians had the occasion to hear this accusation from Jews. Nevertheless, for an insult to be effective, it should not only be heard in a language one understands but should also be considered by the listeners as insult. Would such an expression be considered as insulting by a Christian crowd? Again, the answer is likely positive. A connection between the Savior, or in fact any other human, and menstrual blood would not be perceived as a neutral, "scientific" claim, in a medieval European setting. Jews and Christians shared the opinion that the farther the one is from menstrual blood, the better he/she is. This toxic substance can affect, and often harm, humans, animals, plants, and some objects. Worse than all, a person conceived by a woman who was menstruating at the time, was considered to be at risk to suffer from leprosy or other diseases. With these well-known concepts, an accusation such as the one discussed above was certainly considered severe.
36

Mary, the Fornicating Woman
It is indisputable that some Jewish expressions offending Mary were known to ecclesiastical authorities, at least from the thirteenth century. One of the charges against the Talmud, which finally led to the burning of countless of its copies in Paris in June 1242, 37 was the ridiculous and offensive way Mary was presented in Jewish sources. The Church authorities knew that Mary was called, in certain Jewish texts, "the fornicating woman." In the Extractiones de Talmut, a collection of Jewish texts compiled by Odo of Châteauroux (c. 1190 -1273) and other members of the university of Paris, with the aim of exposing what they saw as blasphemous and ridiculous in the Talmud, one finds, in the section which contains attacks against the Christian faith, the rather faithful Latin translation of a Jewish litany which was sung in the synagogues on Yom Kippur:
The nations call "Your Holiness" to a son of adultery; Your chosen ones despise the one conceived by the fornicating woman.
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This text was not unique. 39 Given that the ecclesiastical authorities knew about the Jewish derogatory name of "fornicating woman" for Mary, it seems quite possible that they had knowledge as well of the Ben ha-Niddah blasphemy. The fact that these two blasphemies, "Mary the fornicator" and "Mary the Niddah" are mentioned often together in Jewish sources 40 may support such a theory. Still, until a medieval Christian text mentioning explicitly the insult Ben ha-Niddah is found, this suggestion cannot be proven. Did common Christians know about the expression(s) against Mary, used by their Jewish neighbors? I think this is quite plausible. It is possible that they heard such insults directly from Jews, in tense moments. It is also possible that they heard about them from clergies who learned, via Hebraists and converts, about the existence of these insults in the Jewish community. 
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We have seen an example of this in the chronicles about the events of 1096. suspect some did: copies of the Talmud were burned on grounds of heresy, that is, what Christians considered as disloyalty of Jews to the Old Testament, but also of blasphemies against Christianity, Jesus, and Mary. Jews probably knew why Christians burned their books.
Menstrual blood in the biography of Jesus
In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the exact links between Jesus and the menstrual blood of Mary become a growing issue of concern for some major Christian authors.
Many medieval authors adhered to the Gallianic concept that the human fetus is nourished in the mother's womb by menstrual blood or by some part of it. 41 For this reason, menstrual blood is not discharged during the pregnancy. After delivery, this blood turns into milk, 42 which also explains why the menstrual cycle does not reappear immediately after childbirth, and why its appearance might be delayed even more if the woman breastfeeds her baby. This supposed nourishment in the womb by the menstrual blood, although necessary for the fetus, was considered to contain risks. As this blood contains poisonous substances, concluded the experts, it not only nourishes the fetus but also, unfortunately, causes some harm. Several childhood illnesses, in particular measles and smallpox, were considered to be the body's attempt to get rid of the remains of this poisonous menstrual blood.
Was Jesus himself also nourished by this poisonous substance? Could the Purest of all have been in touch with this impure liquid? The stakes were high. If Jesus was nourished from it, his purity might have been tainted. But if he had not, his human nature might not be perfectly equal to all other humans, something that could amount to a dangerous theological pitfall as well.
The solutions Christian theologians suggested were of several types. Some said that Mary, and also other female saints, did not menstruate at all.
43 Thomas Aquinas (1225 -1274 concluded that all humans, including Jesus, are nourished only from a purified part of the mother's menstrual blood. Normally, this blood is still not completely pure, because it is "drawn" by lust and intercourse. However, in Jesus' case, where lust and intercourse were not involved, the blood forming him was totally pure. 44 Polemical writings of some Jewish authors reveal they were aware of the importance of this issue to Christians. Some did not miss the opportunity to attack Christianity. 45 An interesting example appears in Nizzahon Vetus ("The Ancient Victory") from the end of the thirteenth century or beginning of the fourteenth century in Germany. The author of this work is aware of a Christian theory that Mary did not have her period at the time of Jesus' conception, pregnancy, and delivery:
And if [the Christian] say that [Jesus] was not tainted in her belly because the period of Mary stopped and [Jesus] entered her as a spirit and left without pain nor the dirt of blood… Later, the author of the work ridicules this idea by using the calendar of the Christians. On the second day of February they celebrate Lichtmess, 47 the day of Mary's post-partum purification, he notes. But if Mary did not menstruate, nor suffered from a post-partum impurity, what exactly do they celebrate? The Christian calendar itself proves, he concludes, that Mary, as all women, had her period, and then, was purified. Other Jews attacked some Christian responses to this dilemma by using accepted scientific concepts of the time. This is the method used in an earlier Hebrew work, known as the Vikkuah le-ha-Radkak ("Disputation of Rabbi David Kimhi"), 48 maybe composed in thirteenth-century Italy. 49 The anonymous author uses first the medical idea of his time that animals are not nourished, while in the womb, from a menstrual blood, but that humans are. Therefore, because of the poisonous character of this blood, humans are born weak, while other animals, spared from this poison, are born strong. He takes this idea, and confronts it with the Christian ideas just mentioned:
[If it is true what the Christian says, that] Jesus' mother had conceived from the Holy Ghost, and [that he] was not nourished in his mother's womb from that filthy blood, he should have been able to walk from the day of his birth, and talk, and should have been intelligent like when he was thirty years old! [All this was not the case:] he did come out from the known place, small as all babies, defecating and peeing like all children. [ipso facto -Jesus was nourished from the menstrual blood]. 50 The logical consequence is thus clear. Jesus, like every other human, was not shielded from the menstrual blood while in his mother's womb.
Jesus was not shielded from this impure phenomenon later in his life also, said Jewish polemicists. Worse: this time, he approached it on purpose. In fact, unlike the previous case, where the New Testament itself did not provide basis for the assertion that Mary was menstruating (but did provide a basis to assert she was fornicating), Jesus' indirect contact with impure blood issued from a woman's body, whether it was menstrual blood or not, is clearly attested in the Gospels:
Just then a woman who had been subject to bleeding for twelve years came up behind him and touched the edge of his cloak. She said to herself, "If I only touch his cloak, I will be healed." Jesus turned and saw her. "Take heart, daughter," he said, "your faith has healed you." And the woman was healed at that moment.
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In the thirteenth century, Joseph ben Nathan Official, a French Jew, possibly from the city of Sens, wrote the following accusation against Christians in his polemical work, using the New Testament story:
Your Master was impure and a liar: a woman who was menstruating for twelve years arrived in front of him, and he touched her garment and cured her, according to your words. He thus made himself impure, and transgressed the words of the Torah.
A slight difference between the way the story is told in the Gospels, and the way Joseph ben Nathan tells it, seems of great significant. In the New Testament, in all its three accounts of the story, 53 the woman touches Jesus' garments. In Joseph ben Nathan's version, which seems to be based on Matthew, it is the other way around. Even in his adult age, the Savior of the Christians had contact with this abominable impurity and was actively seeking it.
Conclusion
Jews and Christians shared the opinion that menstrual blood is a negative substance and that sexual relations during menstruation can be harmful for the child born from them. Around the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Jews used this concept in polemics by claiming that Jesus was conceived during menstruation. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, Jews had a new claim: contrary to the opinion of some Christians that Jesus was saved, even in his mother's womb, from the menstrual blood, Jews asserted that he was not. Even in his adult life Jesus was said to be in contact with a Niddah. The medieval Jewish biography of Jesus was full, from the very beginning to the end, with assertions about contacts with one of the most despised and impure substances these Jewish men could think of: menstrual blood.
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